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Abstract

Initiatives to involve children and adolescents in assessing, planning and managing their local environments
are increasing around the world. How these initiatives are to be evaluated, however, has only begun to be
discussed. A particular theoretical challenge to be faced is formulating an approach that has broad cross-
cultural applicability while also remaining sensitive to the considerable sociocultural differences that exist.
The development of competence, that is, the capacity to exercise control over valued spheres of life, is identi-
fied as a quality that characterizes psychological well-being universally, even as its specific expression is
formed variously in different contexts. Drawing on concepts from ecological psychology, we consider qualities
of environments that are likely to support the development of competence and discuss how these concepts can

inform efforts to evaluate children’s participation in communities.

Children as citizens in a contested domain

Eight to 18 year olds in eight neighborhoods in
Frankston, a small city in Victoria, Australia, en-
gage in a variety of activities to provide information
about child and youth concerns related to safety and
freedom of movement in their city. Their recommen-
dations are incorporated into the city’s Community
Safety Plan. In response to young peoples desire to
have continuing input into city planning decisions,
a permanent Youth Safety Management Team is cre-
ated as an advisory body to the City Council. These
activities are part of the international Growing Up
in Cities project of UNESCO. (Malone, 2000; Chawla
& Malone, forthcoming)

Children in informal settlements in Harare,
Zimbabwe and dJohannesburg, South Africa docu-
ment conditions in their environments as a basis
for planning the most effective use of scarce re-
sources to improve children’s lives. Eager to con-
tinue their engagement, some of the children in
Harare form a drama group to bring community
issues to public attention, while the children in
Johannesburg help design a new childrens center-
—one of their priorities—in co-operation with a
local architect and his design students. The
organizations that support these processes include
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Save the Children UNESCO and UNICEF. (Chi-
nyenze-Daniel et al, 1999; Mclvor, 2001; Swart
Kruger, 2001)

In the New Schools of Columbia, children partici-
pate in managing the environment of their school
and community as an integral part of their educa-
tion program. They interview residents and conduct
walking tours and surveys in order to determine the
most important issues to address. As examples of
their initiatives, children at these schools have
raised gardens as a source of food and income, orga-
nized recycling projects, developed a successful fish
farming program, and raised tree seedlings for
mountain reforestation. This national program oper-
ates to some degree in the majority of Columbia’s
public rural schools. (Hart, 1997)

As these examples show, there are initiatives un-
derway around the world by governments, intergo-
vernmental organizations, nonprofit organizations
and schools to engage children and youth in asses-
sing, planning and managing their local environ-
ments.! Many of these efforts are prompted by
official recognition that children have rights, includ-
ing rights to have a voice in decisions that affect
their lives, and moreover, that the environment in
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which they live is an important arena for shared
decision-making. These principles are promoted by
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which
was adopted by the United Nations in 1989 and has
been ratified by all but two member nations® and
they have been integrated into the programs of ac-
tion from the United Nations Conference on Envir-
onment and Development (the ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio
de Janeiro in 1992) and the Second United Nations
Conference on Human Settlements (the ‘City Sum-
mit’ in Istanbul in 1996) (United Nations, 1989,
1992; UNCHS, 1997). They are also written into
many regional and national documents related to
children, as well as innumerable Local Agenda 21
initiatives by municipal governments (ICLEI/IDRC,
1996).

When children enter the arena of planning for
community development and environmental protec-
tion, they join a highly contested political realm
where participation means different things to differ-
ent people. As a report for the United Nations Re-
search Institute for Social Development has noted,
some political leaders expect participation to be
‘systems maintaining, while others believe that it
should be ‘systems transforming’ (Pearse & Stiefel,
1979). Those who seek to maintain existing systems
see participatory processes as occasions to dissemi-
nate information and mobilize cooperation with pre-
determined  policies. In  political  systems
characterized by patron—client relationships, autho-
rities may believe that they maintain participatory
governments if they let citizens approach them to
request favors (Driskell et al., 2001). Those who advo-
cate systems-transforming participation seek to
transfer significant decision-making to the people
whose lives will be affected, even if doing so may
challenge existing structures of authority. They tend
to view participation not only as a means to exter-
nal ends, but also as an occasion for self-develop-
ment and social development.

These different meanings of participation are si-
milar to the distinction drawn by Orr (1992) be-
tween two visions of sustainable development. One,
which he terms ‘technological sustainability, is
based on a belief that sustainable relations with
the environment will be engineered by experts in
technology and economics, and for that reason, citi-
zens at local levels need only to be receptive to
these expert decisions. According to another view,
which Orr terms ‘ecological sustainability, citizens
need to be active and well-informed so that they
can review expert recommendations and contribute
their own initiatives to achieve the best possible
quality of life for all.
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This article seeks to illuminate processes of parti-
cipation that may foster children’s competence in ex-
ploring, evaluating and improving their everyday
environment and influencing the political struc-
tures that determine its use, with the ultimate goal
of promoting ecological sustainability. To this end,
we define participation broadly to include both for-
mal and informal opportunities to engage with the
environment in the public realm. We agree with
Hart (1997) that a foundation for children’s partici-
pation in formal channels of environmental plan-
ning is the opportunity to explore the environment
and to gather with others, socialize, observe and try
out roles in public places. In this way children learn
to know the natural and built world around them as
well as the people who share its use and control. By
considering both formal and informal means of par-
ticipation, we are able to define a framework for
competence in environmental change that includes
young children as well as children of eight and older
who are usually the focus of participatory pro-
grams.

In addition to defining conditions for participa-
tion that foster competence in environmental
change, this article seeks to ground these condi-
tions in a theoretical perspective that places chil-
dren and the environment together in a common
realm. As self-evident as this view may seem to
many, there is a need to articulate such a perspec-
tive precisely because it is not the position held by
the dominant epistemologies in the psychological
and social sciences. The standard view is that the
world as such and individuals’ experience of it inha-
bit separate realms—a physical world and a mental
realm, respectively—and that what individuals
know immediately is their own experience of the
world rather than the world itself. One possible con-
clusion from this view, and indeed what this view
has devolved into over recent decades, is the claim
that all that can be known is one’s own mental ex-
perience of the world. Individuals are left adrift in
their own subjective realms, which exist apart from
a common world. Such a viewpoint does not seem
compatible to us with an interest in environmental
sustainability and activism because it puts the ‘real’
environment always out of reach. Nor is it consis-
tent with the basic assumption driving the United
Nations Earth Summit, the City Summit and the
concept of sustainability itself: that the environ-
ment is real and exists independently of anyones ex-
perience of it, with real qualities and real limits
that shape human lives and that human beings can
discover. The realist alternative we embrace is built
on the work of the ecological psychologist Gibson
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(1966, 1979). Along these same lines, we demonstrate
the relevance of the work of Roger Barker (1968)
and his colleagues to conceptualizing how formal
programs for participation can most effectively fos-
ter competence in everyday settings. In short, this
article argues for the value of ideas in ecological psy-
chology for the assessment of participation.

Attempting to define participation at its best

There have been several schemes to define best
practices in participation. The ‘ladder of children’s
participation’ formulated by the geographer Hart
(1992, 1997; adapted from Arnstein, 1969) reflects
the different meanings of participation and sustain-
ability discussed above. At the bottom are three
rungs which authorities often present as participa-
tion, but which Hart considers nonparticipation:
manipulation, decoration (such as inviting children
to sing and dance at political events), and tokenism.
These activities mobilize children to legitimate an
established system. True participation, according to
Hart, begins with the fourth rung of the ladder,
where children are assigned roles in their commu-
nity, but they are clearly informed about goals and
decision-making processes, and free to volunteer for
a project after they understand it. This form of com-
pliance fits the idea of technological sustainability.
Higher rungs of the ladder carry the potential for
creative transformation from the grassroots up,
which is essential to ecological sustainability. Here,
at successive levels, children are consulted as well
as informed, share decisions in projects that adults
have initiated, and—at the top rung—initiate and
direct projects of their own in which they may in-
vite adults to share decision-making. Depending on
a project’s context, any one of these higher rungs of
the ladder may be most effective in achieving goals.
Many of the characteristics Hart associates with
authentic participation are echoed by Watson (1997)
in his description of ‘community youth development,
which encompasses community development pro-
jects that involve as well as benefit youth.

The urban planner Iacofano (1990) has noted that
citizen involvement in environmental decision-mak-
ing varies along two axes: the degree of interactiv-
ity, which includes what people learn about their
environment and political structures, and the de-
gree of actual influence that they have over deci-
sions. Optimally, citizens learn a great deal at the
same time as they have power to influence decisions
and outcomes, Iacofano notes, however, that many
projects rate high on the axis of interactivity and
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learning, but fail to influence entrenched structures
of decision-making—at least in the short term.

These typologies begin to define what participa-
tion at its best looks like. The first approach, by
Hart, focuses on the participatory process itself.
The second, by Iacofano, focuses on outcomes both
in terms of concrete achievements and in terms of
personal growth and group learning. At the same
time, other factors combine to determine the form
of participation that is most appropriate for a pro-
jects goals and resources as well as members’ capa-
cities. For example, when goals involve change
within highly politicized domains, such as the ur-
ban environment, children’s participation requires
partnerships with adults and an extensive network
of adult support (Chawla, 2001a). Projects entirely
initiated and carried out by children are only likely
to flourish in areas that dont interfere with adult
interests.

With regard to outcomes, many claims are made
regarding benefits to children in terms of personal
development, in addition to any material gains
they may receive such as food from a community
garden or a new youth center. The participation
clauses in the Convention on the Rights of the
Child are rooted in the principle of ‘the dignity
and worth of the human person’ that is affirmed by
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United
Nations, 1948). Correspondingly, it is often claimed
that participation increases a childs self-esteem.
Other frequent claims are that participation builds
a sense of personal and collective efficacy, greater
sensitivity to the perspectives and needs of
others, and greater hope in the form of personal ex-
pectations for the future. It is said to prepare young
people for democratic decision-making and active ci-
tizenship, to teach useful skills, and to increase en-
vironmental knowledge and awareness (Adams &
Ingham, 1998; Checkoway et al., 1995; Daiute et al.,
1995; Flekkoy & Kaufman 1997; Hart, 1997; Holden
& Clough, 1998; Stapp et al., 1996; Sutton, 1985;
de Winter, 1997). Others assert that participation
fosters a stronger community identity and place
attachment (Adams & Ingham, 1998; Spencer et al.,
2000). All of these claims imply that children
have opportunities to learn and practice new
attitudes, skills and knowledge during the process
of participation. Up to this time, however, very
little has been done to assess the validity of these
claims: whether, and how, these gains are in fact
achieved. (For some initial efforts to document
personal outcomes, see Griesel et al, in press;
Clacherty & Kistner, 2001; Mclvor, 1999; Sabo,
2001: Sutton, 1985). In the area of outcomes as
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well as processes, many unanswered questions
remain.

The centrality of competence

A symposium on ‘Childrens Participation in Com-
munity Settings’ convened at the University of Oslo
by Childwatch International and the MOST Pro-
gramme of UNESCO in June 2000 brought together
developmental psychologists, urban planners, archi-
tects, and representatives of children’s organiza-
tions. One of the products of the symposium was
agreement on criteria that describe features of ef-
fective projects for children’s participation, regard-
less of the type of community setting.® (See Table 1)

These criteria for effective projects begin to ad-
dress the question regarding common features of
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meaningful forms of participation. They are orga-
nized roughly according to different ‘moments’ in
the life of a project, which include: conditions of
the project’s establishment; conditions by which
members are selected or choose to become involved;
conditions which make children feel valued and ac-
cepted; conditions that foster competence; and con-
ditions for reflection and a shared understanding of
the process. Although these project elements have
been arranged sequentially in the table, in practice,
participatory planning with children is iterative
(Driskell, 2002), so that they can be expected to
overlap and recur as a project unfolds. This article
will focus on the criteria listed under ‘Conditions
for Competence’ in Table 1, further elaborating them
in the context of theories of ecological psychology.
In doing so, the interdependent nature of these dif-
ferent project facets should become evident.

TaBLE 1
Characteristics of effective projects for children’s participation

Conditions of Convergence*

@® Whenever possible, the project builds on existing community organizations and structures that support children’s

participation.

® As much as possible, project activities make children’s participation appear to be a natural part of the setting.
® The project is based on children’s own issues and interests.

Conditions of Entry

@ Participants are fairly selected.

@ Children and their families give informed consent.
@ Children can freely choose to participate or decline.
® The project is accessible in scheduling and location.

Conditions of Social Support

® Children are respected as human beings with essential worth and dignity.

® There is mutual respect among participants.
® Children support and encourage each other.

Conditions for Competence
® Children have real responsibility and influence.

@ Children understand and have a part in defining the goals of the activity.
® Children play a role in decision-making and accomplishing goals, with access to the information they need to make

informed decisions.

@ Children are helped to construct and express their views.

® There is a fair sharing of opportunities to contribute and be heard.
® The project creates occasions for the graduated development of competence.
@ The project sets up processes to support children’s engagement in issues they initiate themselves.

® The project results in tangible outcomes.

Conditions for Reflection

® There is transparency at all stages of decision-making.
@ Children understand the reasons for outcomes.

@ There are opportunities for critical reflection.

® There are opportunities for evaluation at both group and individual levels.

@ Participants deliberately negotiate differences in power.

*“Convergence” is used here in the sense of the coming together of people, ideas and resources to establish new pro-

grams or settings (Wicker, 1987).

This table is adapted from a summary of a symposium on “Children’s Participation in Community Settings” that was
sponsored by Childwatch International and the MOST Programme of UNESCO at the University of Oslo in June 2000

(Chawla, 2001b).
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In addition to conditions for effective projects, an-
other topic of discussion at the Oslo symposium was
the necessity for sensitivity to culture and context.
This issue has also been explored by Boyden (1990)
and Boyden and Ennew (1997), and in a collection
titled Stepping Forward: Children and Young People’s
Participation in the Development Process (Johnson
et al., 1998). Certainly, children are socialized from
infancy to see the world through the lenses of their
culture, just as adults are socialized in the ways
that they perceive and interact with children; and
these differences affect the forms of participation
and its goals that are considered acceptable in dif-
ferent cultures. Taken in its extreme form, however,
this social constructivist view would maintain that
there are no universals in child development: with
the implication that there are no criteria for healthy
development apart from distinct and typically in-
commensurate cultural value systems (James &
Prout, 1990). As Stephens (1995) has observed, one
consequence of this position is that the image of
the autonomous, individuated child promoted by
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, as well
as the traditions of developmental psychology that
underlie it, can be viewed as a form of Western he-
gemony that cannot be assumed to serve the inter-
ests of children across the full range of cultural
settings. In this case, cross-cultural evaluation re-
search is assumed, in principle, to be invalid. While
there are many reasons for the current lack of coor-
dinated research on how different forms of partici-
pation affect the children involved, the relativism
inherent in social constructivism is one obstacle to
its design and implementation.*

An alternative position—and one that we favor-
—accepts that there are certain basic needs for
healthy child development common to all cultures,
which evaluations of childrens participation can
usefully address, while at the same time recognizing
that evaluation needs to include specific commu-
nity-based goals. The need to balance universal
goals for human development with a recognition of
their local forms of expression has been argued by
Nussbaum (1993, 2000). She demonstrates that the
dichotomy posed by social constructivism between
universal principles of human development and cul-
tural relativism, which typically results in an em-
phasis on cultural incommensurables, 1s an
unnecessary forced choice. It is possible to specify
essential qualities of a human life that functions ac-
cording to its full capabilities, while at the same
time acknowledging the wide range of ways that
these qualities are manifested within different so-
cial-cultural contexts.
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In response to her own questions—what does it
mean to function ‘in a truly human way’ that allows
an individual ‘to develop and exercise one’s human
powers —Nussbaum (2000, pp. 230-231) proposes
that we embrace the core idea of ‘a human being
as a dignified free being who shapes his/her own
life The same idea lies at the heart of children’s
right to participation, as well as close to the heart
of the concept of competence. Competence is a qual-
ity that has emerged from the psychology research
literature as being significant for adaptive, adept
and emotionally satisfying human functioning
(Sternberg & Kolligan, 1990). It refers to the capa-
city to exercise control over valued spheres of life
and in so doing achieve desired outcomes. In sin-
gling out this aspect of psychological functioning,
we are claiming that it is possible to identify some
essential human qualities that transcend the diver-
sity of developmental values expressed by global cul-
tures, and moreover, to specify some optimal
conditions for children’s development despite this di-
versity. To work toward the goal of providing for
these experiences, we seek to define criteria for
evaluating when these conditions are present, parti-
cularly with respect to children’s capacity to under-
stand and shape their everyday environment.

Our intention is to define general conditions for
competence that can be applied to foster the many
specific competencies of environmental change:
whether these involve, for example, painting a
mural, planting a garden, or convincing a group of
the value of ones ideas for the community. We
also want to stress that our focus is competence,
and not merely a sense of competence, because the
basic theoretical position that we will develop—
that human beings coexist in a shared, common
world—implies that there are specifiable standards
for competence in environmental change apart from
people’s own assessment of levels of self-confidence.
The competence of our actions relative to the envir-
onment is ultimately judged by whether they contri-
bute to the preservation of the biosphere on which
human survival depends, as well as the survival of
innumerable and uncounted other species. In in-
fancy, learning about the environment may be a re-
latively simple matter of learning about the
functional properties of ones immediate surround-
ings, whereas by adolescence, it requires an emer-
ging understanding of local ecosystems, as well as
political systems.

To explain more fully what we mean by the term
competence, it is essential to situate our analysis in
a particular conceptualization of human function-
ing. After doing this, we will consider the kinds of
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environmental circumstances that best promote its
expression.

Activities and competence

The conceptualization of human functioning we
adopt takes as most fundamental the reciprocal, dy-
namic, ongoing relationship between an individual
and the environment along the lines envisioned by
Gibson (1966, 1979) in his ecological approach. From
this perspective, the characteristics of the environ-
ment and the individual need to be understood in a
relational manner—which will be explained more
fully below. This view stands in contrast to positions
that claim either the environment or individual can
be adequately understood from a psychological
standpoint when they are examined independently
from each other, as distinct physical or subjective
domains. From an ecological perspective, the envir-
onment is to be described in psychologically mean-
ingful ways, and the individual is viewed as a
sentient agent who purposively engages with his or
her surroundings. In this respect, individual func-
tioning at any moment is conceptualized as being
situated in a particular environmental context,
which also includes the individual’s prior history of
situated engagements.’

Within this relational framework, individuals ac-
tivities can be differentiated broadly as being either
performatory or exploratory (Gibson, 1966; Reed,
1988). Performatory activities are those actions direc-
ted toward some object or other individual within
some setting for an intended purpose. In most
cases, the specific purpose of these actions can be
identified by the actor, as well as by an observer
of these actions. Exploratory activities are actions
directed toward discovering new properties in
the environment. These actions too are purposive
or intentional, but the end that will be discovered
through the action cannot always be specified in
advance. For example, a child may manipulate in
an exploratory fashion an unfamiliar object and
in the process discover some of its relational proper-
ties as a tool (e.g., it can be grasped, it can be
wielded).

It is vital to stress that from the perspective we
are adopting, both performatory and exploratory ac-
tions need to be viewed as occurring in relation to a
rich, structured environment that surrounds the indi-
vidual. Thus, in the case of performatory activities,
the individual is making use of already known prop-
erties of environmental features that are available;
and in the case of exploratory actions, the indivi-
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dual is seeking to uncover new functional proper-
ties that may be latent in the surroundings. In
making these claims, we are asserting that humans
live in —and through perceiving processes are di-
rectly in touch with—a common world, even though
locally the environment might be variously struc-
tured. Conversely, we are rejecting the widely held
view (e.g., in social constructivism) that the world
each individual confronts is unstructured, and that
through cognitive processes each individual im-
poses a mental structure on the surround (i.e., a
mental representation). Such a view proposes as
many idiosyncratic and independent mental con-
structions of the world as there are cognizing indi-
viduals. (For an examination of these contrasting
claims, see Heft, 1998, 2001,

However, individuals can and do impose structure
on an already structured world in a literal way. In
addition to performatory and exploratory activities,
they also engage in productive activities with respect
to this already structured world, and through such
actions, aspects of the world are transformed, with
new environmental structures having particular
functional properties being created. Indeed, all
forms of environmental design and programming
are productive activities in this sense. These produc-
tive actions have elements of both performatory and
exploratory action. They are performatory in that
there is typically some particular intended end
guiding the activity; and they are exploratory in
that the specific form of the action is created in
the process of its being carried out. For example,
children may have the intention of constructing a
playground, but what materials they select and what
design decisions they make will be determined in
the course of the action process.

To say that actions can transform existing struc-
tures and produce new constructions,® however, is
not to say that the resulting constructions are ne-
cessarily positive in their broader effects on the en-
vironment. Nor is it say that all of its effects are
necessarily intended. This is where an understand-
ing of what constitutes a well-functioning natural
ecology, and thus an awareness of limits to human
interference, becomes necessary. It is also where ef-
forts like those of Nussbaum (1993, 2000) to specify
the essential capabilities that constitute human
functioning at its fullest become necessary, as well
as how these capabilities may be filled in by the par-
ticulars of local contexts.

Over time, through their individual and collective
actions, people sustain as well as alter their sur-
roundings. Significantly, the structures that are sus-
tained or altered form the context for subsequent
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action, and so on in an iterative manner (Giddens,
1984). Thus, environment-action processes necessa-
rily have a socio-historical character, with on-going
practices producing outcomes that then function as
the background for subsequent activities. A concep-
tualization of this nature underlies many recent in-
fluential accounts of development in cultural
psychology that build on the work of Vygotsky and
others (e.g., Cole, 1996: Rogoff, 1990), and we are
sympathetic to it.

Reciprocally, what is the impact on individuals of
their prior history of performatory, exploratory, and
productive activities? The answer to this question
crucially depends on some qualities of the environ-
ments with which a person has previously engaged.
If these environmental features were responsive to
the person’s actions—that is, if they offered rich
and varied information about the individuals efforts
of engagement—then the person will be disposed to
engage with those features again. The psychological
outcome of these recurring experiences for the indi-
vidual can be called competence.

Competence and development

Ground-breaking research in infant and child devel-
opment over the past several decades has produced
a dramatic shift in how human functioning is con-
ceptualized. The long-held view that humans are
merely passive receivers of environmental stimula-
tion has been overthrown, and instead a substantial
amount of research has shown that from an early
age, humans actively engage their surroundings in
purposive ways (Gibson & Pick, 2000). Even new-
borns, who have little peripheral motor control, se-
lectively engage their environment through the
movements that they are able to control. Specifi-
cally, infants have reasonably good control over
their eye movements, and through control of gaze,
infants direct their attention selectively to particu-
lar environmental features. When the target of their
gaze 1s another human being, which it initially is,
directed eye movements play an crucial role in sus-
taining a primitive ‘dialogue’ of reciprocal actions
that serves as the fundamental basis for all subse-
quent social exchange (Fogel, 1993). Thus, from the
outset of life, individuals are inclined to engage
their world in a directed manner to the degree that
their skills in motor control permit.

Moreover, much empirical evidence indicates that
what most influences continuing engagement with
the environment is immediate and continuous infor-
mation that a particular self-produced action results
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in a discernible event. For example, when the rota-
tion of a mobile is made contingent on an infants
(3.5 months) leg kicks (by tying the leg to the mobile
via a cord), a high rate of kicking ensues (Rovee-
Collier, 1986). Under these circumstances, the infant
has learned about the relationship of her actions to
an event in the world. In contrast, when movement
of the mobile is controlled by the experimenter and
is not contingent on the infant’s actions, the rate of
kicking quickly drops off. Thus, in the process of
learning about an interesting event in the world,
young infants reciprocally learn about the extent
of their own capabilities. These and similar effects
have been repeatedly demonstrated during the first
year of life, even in infants as young as two to four
weeks old (Van der Meer et al., 1996). Research of
this nature, as well as other work (Goldfield et al.,
1993; Thelen & Smith, 1994) clearly shows that in
this reciprocal manner, infants sharpen and fine-
tune their actions in relation to particular environ-
mental features. With attention to similar research,
Fuglesang and Chandler (1997) argue that respon-
sive early childhood programs and parent training
to increase interactive experiences of this kind are
important precursors to children’s readiness for
more formal types of participation.

This way of thinking about goal-directed actions
and qualities of the environment can also be found
in the research literature concerned with adolescent
and adult experiences. Although stated in some-
what different terms, evidence demonstrating that
efficacious action promotes subsequent efforts of
purposive, goal-directed action is replete in the lit-
eratures on self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997, 2001),
learned optimism (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000), and life satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

To offer a concrete example that applies to older
children, in the Growing Up in Cities program in
Buenos Aires (Cosco & Moore, 2001), a group of
children decided to mount a photographic exhibit
of local community resources for children, and were
then provided with the necessary materials for car-
rying out this project. Beginning with deciding
which scenes to photograph, and then moving to
shooting the scenes, to designing and hanging an
exhibit that animated discussions about these re-
sources, the children developed particular technical
and social skills, even as they learned about their
immediate environment and explored ways to repre-
sent what they had learned. The project provided
them with opportunities for the development of com-
petence in these domains; moreover, in the process,
they became sensitized to, and sensitized others to,
some psychologically significant features of their
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community. Their developing sense of competence
functioned as a critical component in subsequent ef-
forts toward constructive community change.

We submit, then, that one essential quality of a
fully functioning individual-—a quality that trans-
cends the range of expression of personhood found
across different cultures—is the propensity to en-
gage with aspects of one’s environment in a selec-
tive, self-directed, and purposive manner. Just as
the biological well-being of the individual rests on
adequate functioning of various organ systems, the
psychological well-being of the individual rests, to
some extent, on efficacious functioning in domains
of reciprocal individual-environment processes.
And just as adequate biological functioning depends
to a great extent on supportive environmental con-
ditions (e.g., adequate nutrition, absence of toxins),
efficacious psychological functioning depends to a
great extent on appropriately supportive environ-
mental settings. The hallmark of such settings
would be information-rich conditions through which
an individual can perceive the immediate effects of
his or her purposive actions, and over time extend
opportunities to refine those actions through contin-
uous engagement. In the domain of environmental
change, these settings can range from those invol-
ving mostly perception-action processes (such as
pressing seeds into the earth), to social settings
(planning and digging the garden together with
friends) and political settings (petitioning the local
government to secure a children’s garden). While re-
peated experiences across a wide range of features
may contribute to a general disposition to engage
with one’s surroundings, evidence suggests (Ban-
dura, 1997) that individuals are most likely to devel-
op competence and continue to engage with their
environment in specific domains where they have
experienced efficacious actions in the past.

In order to move closer to our goal of suggesting
an approach to assessing community settings and
participatory programs with respect to how ade-
quately they facilitate children’s competence, we
need to offer a more detailed account of the envir-
onment from this perspective.

Affordances and behavior settings

Efforts to describe the environment in ways that
capture its functional properties are relatively un-
common in psychology. The environment is typically
described either in terms of categories of object
types or, with greater precision, in physical terms.
In either case such an account has little immediate,
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psychological bearing on individuals opportunities
for action.

To employ an example used in an earlier paper
(Heft, 1988), let us take the case where in the im-
mediate field of view there are a number of trees.
We could say there are present several environmen-
tal features of a common type, and we could specify
these features in terms of reflected wavelengths of
light, in terms of their width and height in meters,
their canopy shape, and so on. These kinds of de-
scriptions consider environmental features indepen-
dently of an individual, and as such they say little
about their functional properties. That this is the
case can be seen when we describe these features
in terms of the functional possibilities they extend
to an individual. In the present example, from the
functional point of view of children’s play, trees vary
widely in the possibilities they afford. Some trees af-
ford hiding places, others function as climbing
structures, others as repositories for fruit to be
picked and hurled, and so on. This sort of functional
description leads us to divide up the environment in
a way that differs from the former object-centered
(nonrelational) classifications. To illustrate, from a
functional point of view, a tree that affords climbing
for a child has more in common with other kinds of
features that also afford climbing (e.g., some fences)
for this same child than it does with other trees per
se. In this case, different types of features are ex-
perienced as having similar functional properties
when considered relationally in the context of goal-
directed action. To describe a setting in terms of the
functional possibilities that its features extend to a
particular individual is to describe the setting’s
affordances (Gibson, 1979).

In order to appreciate the unique status of affor-
dances, and to avoid assimilating them to the famil-
1ar (but problematic) world-individual dichotomy, it
is crucial to bear in mind their relational character.
A tree that affords climbing must, for example, have
branches that are not too big to grab onto and that
are not too high up to reach for a particular child.
Clearly, whether a branch is graspable and reach-
able depends on characteristics of the child’s body,
and also it depends on specifiable properties of the
tree. In other words, the affordance of being climb-
able is not a subjective property mentally imposed
on an environmental feature. Not all trees are
climbable for a particular child if only he or she
wills it so. Being climbable is a property of the tree
taken with respect to an individual. In short, affor-
dances are real properties of the environment, even
while they are specified relationally. And it is the
fact that affordances are real, specifiable features
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of the environment that make them particularly va-
luable in the planning, design and evaluation of en-
vironments and programs. Importantly, it is this
characteristic that gives affordances a decided theo-
retical utility over mental representations of the en-
vironment—the coin of the realm for much
environmental psychology—which are, by defini-
tion, inaccessible to observation and design inter-
ventions. With the concept of affordances in hand,
one can describe environments in terms of the func-
tional possibilities that they extend to particular in-

dividuals, and contemplate the functional
implications of particular design decisions (Heft,
1997).

To extend this example to a community scale, one
could consider to what extent a community, by vir-
tue of its design and use patterns, affords children
opportunities to engage with trees. Parks and other
natural areas may be present in the community, but
they may be inaccessible to children because of the
hazards afforded by busy streets or other threats to
safety. In such cases, the environment does not af-
ford a wide range of freedom of movement for chil-
dren to encounter different species of trees, or
develop a connection with a favorite tree. Thus, even
though certain elements of the landscape may be
present, they may not be accessible for use. To look
at a community along these lines is to consider both
its functional possibilities and constraints.

A second type of functionally significant environ-
mental feature is a behavior setting (Barker, 1968;
Schoggen, 1989). Behavior settings are ubiquitous
1n our everyday environment, providing the ecobeha-
vioral contexts for most actions. They consist of, in
Barker’s terms, ‘a standing pattern of behavior and
milieu, which is to say that they are dynamic, but
stable patterns of action among a group of indivi-
duals and supported by some environmental fea-
tures (milieu). For example, a specific occurrence of
a soccer (football) game encompasses a requisite
number of individuals coming together at a particu-
lar time and place, establishing a set of relation-
ships among themselves through their actions
(playing the game), with the support of particular
objects and features (a ball, a flat field, two goals).

A distinctive characteristic of a behavior setting,
in comparison to an affordance, is that is an extra-
individual environmental feature; it resides at a
higher-level of organization than do affordances. Ty-
pically, behavior settings are not specific to an indi-
vidual as are affordances because precisely who the
individuals are in a behavior setting rarely matters.
To return to the preceding example, to be told that
there is a soccer game being played on the field
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down the street tells us many things, such as the
object of the game, its rules, and the equipment that
is being used, but it does not indicate specifically
who is playing. That is the sense in which behavior
settings are extra-individual entities. What is criti-
cal are the dynamic relationships that are estab-
lished among participants and milieu.

At the same time, behavior settings are similar to
affordances in several respects. They are real enti-
ties in the environment, rather than mental con-
structions. They can be located geographically and
temporally (e.g., the soccer game occurred at a spe-
cifiable time and place), and their features can be
observed and recorded through narrative descrip-
tions that can be understood without special re-
search training. Thus, behavior settings are actual
occurrences, and as such, like affordances, they ex-
tend possibilities and set constraints on the activ-
ities of individuals. Both affordances and behavior
settings are relational features of the environment
that possess perceivable, functionally significant
properties. That is, they are meaningful features of
the environment. Because affordances and behavior
settings are properties of environment-person rela-
tionships, their meanings are both objectively speci-
fiable and culturally variable (Heft, 1989, 2001).

Ecological resources and competence

Let us now draw together the preceding discussions
of competence and functionally significant environ-
mental features. Environmental features that are re-
sponsive to an individuals actions, that offer rich
and varied information about the character of an in-
dividuals efforts of engagement, and that extend op-
portunities to refine these actions through
continued engagement, are most likely to facilitate
the development of competence in the same sort of
activity. Two types of environmental features that
extend such opportunities for action, and concur-
rently, that promote the development of specific
competencies at the level of the individual and the
group, respectively, are affordances and behavior
settings. Because affordances and behavior settings
are observable features of people—environment rela-
tionships that can be recorded through narrative
descriptions, they form especially useful compo-
nents of participatory programs to evaluate, that
can be explained and shared with organization
staff, community leaders and children themselves.
These claims need to be elaborated, and in doing
so, we need to offer some guidelines about how
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these concepts can be employed in the evaluation of
children’s participation in community settings.

Affordances as ecological resources

Affordances are, by definition, functionally signifi-
cant environmental features identified in relation
to some action, and qualitative differences among
affordances that are pertinent to the development
of competence may be hypothesized. It seems that
children take particular delight and continue to en-
gage those affordances that give clear evidence of
their efforts. Particularly when new skills are being
established, salient self-produced information seems
to be especially valued. Thus, from the standpoint of
evaluation, affordances vary in terms of the richness
of information they offer in response to a child’s en-
gagement.

To take examples from the realm of informal par-
ticipation in the environment, opportunities to ex-
plore natural areas are particularly rich in these
qualities. The visual, auditory, and tactile stimula-
tion that an individual’s activities in water can pro-
duce are some of the reasons for this element’s
universal appeal. Soft earth invites digging, mold-
ing, and drawing, as children’s actions are readily
evidenced to them when they manipulate this mate-
rial. Branches that afford swinging or bouncing-on
yield immediate information to a child about her
actions.

A more complex example that shows how these
ideas can be applied in the realm of formal partici-
pation can be taken from a project for tree planting
in rural Haiti (Mclvor, 1999). A major cause of soil
erosion, rural poverty and loss of biodiversity in
this country has been the destruction of its forests,
but only about 10% of the seedlings in tree planting
schemes typically survive. To confront this problem,
environmental clubs were formed in which children
were given trees to plant in their home gardens in a
variety of species that the children themselves
helped to select because they would quickly yield
marketable fruit that could be sold to raise money
for school fees. At the same time, the children were
shown how to measure and observe their seedlings’
growth, and they met monthly to discuss their trees’
progress with two elected delegates who served as
liaisons to agricultural technicians. In this way
they saw regular results of their efforts until their
trees began to produce. It can be added that a sur-
vey of the children’s clubs later showed that 80 to
90% of the children’s trees grew to maturity.

Thus, with an emphasis on the quality of feedback
available to the child, one can begin to conceptua-
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lize the community areas children utilize and the
projects in which they participate in terms of their
affordances; and further, those affordances that are
present can be evaluated in terms of the relative
richness of information they offer when engaged.
Moreover, as noted earlier, apart from the specific
affordance properties of objects, the accessibility of
those affordances to children becomes an important
consideration.

To apply affordances in yet a different vein,
clearly the richest source of information about one’s
actions comes from interaction with other indivi-
duals (Gibson, 1979). Social affordances are cer-
tainly the first functionally meaningful features
that are noticed in infancy, and they remain a life-
long preoccupation for all of us. To varying degrees,
we receive information about the efficacy of our ac-
tions through social sources. Applying this claim to
the domain of evaluation, it would seem that chil-
dren’s community participation is more likely when
opportunities exist for them to see the fruits of
their efforts through others. For example, a city
council that extends the opportunity for a respon-
sive hearing when children present their concerns
not only offers an occasion for children to develop
competencies in presenting reasoned proposals in
formal social settings, but encourages this form of
political engagement.

The reality of many communities, however, is that
children’s rights and needs rank low on the political
agenda, and successful political engagement with
children is difficult to achieve. Therefore it is impor-
tant to build many smaller ‘mastery experiences’
into project activities, which give children opportu-
nities to achieve the goal that they set themselves in
areas where project facilitators and community resi-
dents have more control. For example, it may not be
possible to convert a vacant lot into a safe play
space, whereas school administrators may be willing
to arrange for the local schoolyard to stay open on
afternoons and weekends. As Bandura (1997, p. 80)
has observed. A resilient sense of efficacy requires
experience in overcoming obstacles through perse-
verant action. It is also the case that it is important
to learn flexibility in working toward goals in the
political realm.

In short, an assessment of the affordances avail-
able to children can provide researchers with one
source of information about the opportunities a
community provides for competence development
across a wide range of domains. The particular com-
petencies at issue in any particular case are setting-
and task-specific. For instance, when one goal of for-
mal participation is to be informed about the
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quality of local environments, then the degree to
which the environment affords opportunities to
move about, explore, and learn about its features is
a critical consideration. And when the goal is to de-
velop skills to be an active participant in one’s com-
munity, opportunities to participate in responsive
social structures are important.

In these respects, Growing Up in Cities, a pro-
gram of participatory action research that has the
ultimate goal of bringing children’s voices into ur-
ban decision-making, begins with observations of
where children are present and what they are doing
in community spaces beyond the home, as well as
engaging children in documenting how they use
and value their environment (Chawla, 2001a; Lynch,
1977). Listening to Smaller Voices (Johnson,
et al., 1995), a report on a project for participatory
action research with working children in Asia and
Africa, used a similar approach to document chil-
dren’s use of rural environments. In programs like
these, the concept of affordances can sharpen obser-
vations of children in communities in order to iden-
tify exactly what actions different features of the
environment facilitate, depending on children’s ca-
pacities. In the process, it is possible to observe
how these opportunities for action are culturally
shaped, who is doing what and where, and who is
excluded.

Where children lack chances to engage with fea-
tures of the environment that are critical to in-
formed decision-making, these opportunities can be
integrated into program planning. For example, be-
fore the children at the Growing Up in Cities site in
Melbourne participated in the design of a youth
space for a public park, they toured a variety of
open spaces, with time to explore and play, in order
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to increase their awareness of the range of environ-
mental features corresponding actions that they
could include in their design (Malone & Hasluck,
2001). Many steps can be taken to increase the
opportunities for engagement and learning that lo-
cal environments afford (Chawla & Salvadori, in
press).

Behavior settings as ecological resources

Just as affordances can be differentiated with re-
spect to the quality of information produced by en-
gaging them, so too behavior settings that support
group activities differ in terms of how much influ-
ence an individual can have in their operation. This
distinction can be explicated by drawing on Barker’s
(1968) notion of the zone of penetration’ that an
individual inhabits in a setting. In each zone sum-
marized in Table 2, individuals participate in the
setting’s function with a different degree of involve-
ment and responsibility.

Among these levels, there is a functionally signif-
icant gap between the first three and the last three
zones. Only individuals who inhabit zones 4, 5 and 6
have discernible, immediate power or influence in a
setting. In other words, only individuals occupying
these positions in the setting would consistently ex-
perience the immediate effect of their actions on the
setting’s operations. As argued above, an opportu-
nity to experience these effects is an important con-
dition for the development of competence in a range
of domains.

Barker’s concept of zones of penetration can be
quite useful for the design and evaluation of partici-
patory programs for children. To illustrate, one
of the most popular ways to give children formal

TABLE 2. .
Zones of Penetration in a Behavior Setting
1) Onlooker — Takes no active role in the setting. Has no power.
Example: a submissive child sidelined by more aggressive children who dominate a program activity
2) Audience — Have a recognizable place, but very little power.
Example: audience members when children dramatize a community issue
3) Members — Have potential rather than immediate power.
Example: classmates who are eligible to elect a representative to a school council
4) Active functionary — Have power over a part of the setting.
Example: cast member in a play; a member of a team which is monitoring pollution in a local river
5) Joint Leaders — Have immediate authority over the entire setting, but this power is shared
Example: the play’s creators and directors; the children elected by their peers to represent them at a council
meeting
6) Single — Leader Has immediate and sole authority over the operations of the setting

(not characteristic of a participatory program)

“Adapted from Barker (1968).
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opportunities for participation is to establish
elected bodies such as school councils or model par-
liaments. Doing so, it is believed, teaches children
about democratic processes and gives all of them
in the voting population an opportunity to be in-
volved. From the perspective of zones of penetra-
tion, however, only those elected to offices or
otherwise actively involved in the operation of the
setting by holding positions of responsibility (e.g.,
on committees) would have opportunities to exer-
cise competence to a notable degree. Those who are
primarily ‘members’ (zone 3) would have far less to
gain developmentally, though these positions are not
without some value. Bandura (1997) has presented
evidence that vicarious experiences, when people
observe someone like themselves accomplishing
something they would like to do too, foster a sense
of self-efficacy. However, he argues that the most ef-
fective preparation for a sense of efficacy is ‘mastery
experiences, when people achieve a goal themselves.
The opportunities for actively engaging with a re-
sponsive environment and for refining one€’s actions
over time, which this article has been discussing,
are examples of mastery experiences. In school
councils and model parliaments, only those elected
to active roles have opportunities for repeated and
experientially rich experiences of this nature.
Barker and his colleagues extensively examined
one factor that directly affects opportunities for re-
sponsible involvement in settings, and this is the
variable of staffing.” Staffing refers to the number of
participants in a setting relative to the number of
positions that need to be filled for the setting to op-
erate. Optimal staffing would occur in a setting
where the number of participants are equal to the
number of required positions. Departures from the
optimal number have interesting effects. The
presence of understaffed settings results in greater
pressure on individuals to participate, forcing indi-
viduals into performing multiple tasks, and increas-
ing the number of participants holding positions of
responsibility, to name just a few consequences. In-
versely, overstaffed settings will produce large num-
bers of individuals who may be present in the
setting, but hold no positions of responsibility.
Evidence for these staffing effects come princi-
pally from studies of institutions such as schools
and churches. To illustrate, Barker and Gump
(1964) found that students in small high schools
(which typically contained understaffed settings)
participated in the zones of influence of behavior
settings (4, 5, and 6) more than twice as often as
did students in large schools. Moreover, only two
per cent of the small school students occupied
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no responsible position in any school setting, as
compared to 29% of the large school students. In
addition, small school students entered a con-
siderably wider range (i.e. twice as many fypes) of
behavior settings than did their counterparts.
Although these studies of staffing do not directly ad-
dress young people’s competence, the data clearly
have important implications in terms of oppor-
tunities to have experiences which contribute to
competence.

Apart from these conceptual innovations, Barker
and his colleagues have developed methods for de-
scribing community resources, and these tools can
be of great value as researchers attempt to evaluate
the quality of children’s participation. Following his
guidelines for conducting a behavior setting survey
(Barker, 1968), the settings in a community or an in-
stitution can be enumerated with considerable pre-
cision. Important for our purposes, a behavior
setting survey not only can reveal the range of set-
ting types available, the frequency of their occur-
rence, and who its participants are, but it can also
provide information concerning the extent to which
children hold positions of responsibility in those
settings. To illustrate this latter point, through a be-
havior setting survey Barker and Schoggen (1973)
compared a small community in the United States
and one of comparable population size in England.
They found that the children in the U.S. town held
positions of leadership at an earlier age (defined in
terms of their penetration to zones 4, 5 and 6 in set-
tings), and that adolescents in the U.S. town held
leadership positions in a larger number of settings
than did their counterparts. The primary factor that
seemed to account for these differences was the
number of settings relative to the population size
(i.e., staffing).

Given the limited funding among children’s orga-
nizations, municipal governments and donor agen-
cies for the facilitation of childrens participation,
how can funds be spent to provide as many children
as possible with opportunities to develop compe-
tence as joint leaders or ‘active functionaries’ in pro-
jects to improve their environments and benefit
their communities? A survey of behavior settings
in a community can indicate existing settings where
children already play a part in defining goals and
expressing their views; and then it may be possible
to enhance these settings through additional re-
sources, rather than creating a new program (one
which would be probably more expensive and possi-
bly more controversial. When a new program is
needed, observation of existing settings where chil-
dren already share decision-making would suggest
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forms of participation that would be likely to find
acceptance. In addition, the preceding discussion
of staffing effects suggests that when demands for
participation are high, it would be better to create
many small settings in which children can play ac-
tive and influential roles than to invest in a few
large settings in which only a small number of chil-
dren can be active.

Some examples of programs that actively involve
substantial numbers of children were given at the
beginning of this chapter. Another excellent exam-
ple is Las Cumiches radio station supported by Save
the Children Norway (Giertsen, 2001). In this case,
the organization invested in adult facilitators who
could help children raise funding for the station.
The station, in turn, created a large number of on-
going roles for children to serve as reporters, re-
searchers, informants, performers, editors and
technicians to cover issues of interest and concern
for children in their region. In Nepal, the spread of
children’s clubs, managed by children themselves, in-
volves thousands of participants in some active de-
gree (Rajbhandary et al., 2000, 2001).

Conclusion: theorizing a shared world

Participatory programs for children can be evalu-
ated according to a number of criteria. The con-
crete, intended material outcomes of a program are
one important measure. Is the plaza renovation that
emerged as local childrens priority actually com-
pleted? Is the open drain that had been flowing into
a pond where children play diverted into a sewer
line? Equally important is the personal learning that
takes place, that is both an outcome and a compo-
nent of the participatory process itself. Did the
children learn how to map the plaza and combine
a variety of community needs in a final design? Did
they learn about water systems, waste treatment sys-
tems, and how to influence local politicians? More
generally, did they learn to feel skilled in articulat-
ing their ideas and sharing them before a group?
Did they learn to give others a fair chance to be
heard and learn to consider perspectives different
than their own?

This article has focused on concepts from ecologi-
cal psychology that can sharpen observations of
whether or not programs for participation give
children opportunities to gain competence at the
skills that a program seeks to emphasize. As Ban-
dura (2001) has argued with respect to the related
concept of self-efficacy, propensities for engaging
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with the environment grow out of involvement in
particular contexts that make specific demands on
individuals. As a result, the approach to assessment
we propose asks the following question: To what ex-
tent do children in a particular community or pro-
gram have opportunities to experience potentially
competence-promoting activities?

This focus on competence transcends setting dif-
ferences, identifying a quality that is universally
characteristic of human functioning and well worth
promoting. However, it is unlikely that a single mea-
sure of competence could be designed that would ap-
ply to the variety of settings for children found in
different parts of the world. It might be the case that
settings or programs that share similar goals and
values could be grouped into a taxonomy of types,
and if so, it might be possible to design competence
measures that would apply to the variety of settings
within a given type. But we are not yet to the
point where such a taxonomy is near to being
available.

Meanwhile, the concepts and methods that we re-
commend here encourage close observation of how
communities, institutions and individual settings
function for children, down to the fine scale of the
affordances of individual people and objects with
which a child interacts. They do not preclude, how-
ever, the use of other evaluation measures. Barker
(1968) was also interested in the degree of local
autonomy that people have in decisions affecting
their settings, and acknowledged that behavior set-
tings are nested in larger systems. This conceptuali-
zation was further developed by Bronfenbrenner
(1979), and it is important in understanding the lar-
ger ecology in which programs for children operate.
Moreover, in addition to the observation of affor-
dances and survey of behavior settings we have pro-
posed, first-person reports provide another
important dimension. Indeed, Barker and his
colleagues also collected self-report data to assess
how individuals experienced their participation in
settings.

In applying behavior setting theory to participa-
tory programs for children or adults, in some re-
spects these ideas are being taken into new
territory, although some of this ground has already
been broken. J. Barker (1999) has tried to demon-
strate the relevance of behavior setting theory for
participatory grassroots politics. In this domain,
Wickers (1987) call for more careful study of the
conditions that lead to the creation of new settings,
the circumstances that lead to the demise of set-
tings, as well as links between settings, will be im-
portant to take up.
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Ultimately, the goal of programs to foster chil-
dren’s participation should be to create or strength-
en settings that possess ongoing lives of their own,
even as particular participants leave the setting and
new individuals enter. In the best of circumstances,
such settings would grow out of features of everyday
community life, and they would afford children
meaningful participation, allowing them to express
their views in creative ways, explore issues of
shared interest, and take actions that produce tan-
gible effects. A community will be successfully im-
plementing the participation articles of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child when a beha-
vior setting survey shows that children appear to be
taking on these roles in many places and in many
different ways.

Importantly, from a theoretical point of view, the
components of a behavior setting include affor-
dances, and the relational character of affordances
emphasizes that the psychological life of individuals
is tied to the realities of their bodies and the every-
day environment. The perspective of ecological psy-
chology begins with the recognition of human
agency in continuous, reciprocal interaction with
the everyday world (Gibson, 1966, 1979; Reed, 1996).
While this perspective compels us to attend to the
specifics of action in particular individual settings,
at the same time—and in contrast to views that as-
sume (even if only tacitly) that we each live in sepa-
rate, socially constructed worlds—it also maintains
that we co-exist in a common world. This vision is
fully compatible with the recognition of our interde-
pendence with each other and our interdependence
with our place. It is also in harmony with the under-
lying principle of Agenda 21 from the Earth Sum-
mit, the Habitat Agenda and other documents
which are motivating initiatives to engage children
in learning about and managing the places where
they live. At its best, participation should be an
extended process that will involve children in com-
ing to understand how their own localities are em-
bedded in larger and larger natural systems—a
process which constitutes a vital facet of children’s
coming to understand their shared humanity in one
shared world.
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Notes

In United Nations documents, ‘children’ signifies all
young people under the age of 18, whereas “youth” typi-
cally includes 15 through 25 year olds. This article will
use the term ‘children’ in this sense that includes adoles-
cents.

>The countries that have not ratified the Convention are
the United States and Somalia. Until the year 2000, Soma-
lia did not have an officially recognized government and
therefore it was unable to take action on ratification.
3For a summary report on the symposium, see Chawla
(2001b).

“Other barriers to research on childrens participation in
community development include: an assumption that the
arena where children learn major life skills are school
and the home rather than out and about in the commu-
nity; a shortage of trained child researchers and adequate
research facilities in many parts of the developing world;
inadequate funding for this dimension of development
projects; or often when evaluation is funded, an invest-
ment in participatory evaluation alone, in which case the
outcomes measured are not likely to be comparable across
settings.

5This conceptualization bears many similarities to that of:
fered by Lewin (1943), except we more fully embrace a re-
lational view of environment and individual, whereas
Lewin argued for a distinction between the psychological
and non-psychological domain. The subtleties of these dif-
ferences go beyond the scope of this paper (see Heft, 2001).
5To repeat, our use of ‘construction’ differs from its stan-
dard use in psychology referring to a mental construal of
an informationally ambiguous world. Our use is identical
to the everyday meaning of creating new effects in a world
of structure.

"In most of Barker’s writings, the term ‘manning’ is em-
ployed: in his later writings more gender neutral terms
such as ‘staffing’ are used.

References

Adams, E. & Ingham, S. (1998). Changing Places: Childrens
Participation in Environmental Planning. London: The
Children’s Society.

Arnstein, S. (1969). A ladder of citizen participation.
American Institute of Planners Journal. 35, 216-224.

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-Efficacy. New York: W. H. Freeman.

Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic
perspective. In S. T. Fiske, D. L. Schachter & C.
Zahn-Waxler (Eds), Annual Review of Psychology. 52,
Palo Alto, CA: Annual Reviews, pp. 1-26.

Barker, J. (1999). Street-level Democracy. West Hartford, CT:
Kumarian Press.

Barker R. (1968). Ecological Psychology. Stanford: Stanford
University Press.

Barker, R. & Gump, P. (1964). Big School, Small School.
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Barker, R. & Schoggen, P. (1973). Qualities of Community
Life. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Boyden, dJ. (1990). Childhood and the policy makers. In A.
James & A. Prout (Ed), Constructing and Reconstruct-
ing Childhood. Basingstoke, Hampshire: Falmer Press,
pp. 184-215.



Children’s Competence and the Ecology of Communities

Boyden, J. & Ennew, J. (1997). Children in Focus— A Man-
ual for Participatory Research with Children. Stock-
holm: Save the Children Sweden.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Develop-
ment. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Chawla, L. (Ed) (2001a). Growing Up in an Urbanizing
World. Paris/London: UNESCO/Earthscan Publica-

tions.

Chawla, L. (2001b). Evaluating children’s participation:
Controversies and consensus. PLA Notes, No. 42. Lon-
don: International Institute for Environment & Devel-
opment, pp. 9-13.

Chawla, L. & Malone, K. (forthcoming). Neighborhood
quality in childrens eyes. In M. O'Brien & P. Chris-
tensen, (Eds). Children in the City. London: Falmer
Press.

Chawla, L. & Salvadori, I. (in press). Children for cities
and cities for children. In A. Berkowitz, K. Hollweg
& C. Nilon (Eds). Understanding Urban Ecosystems.
New York: Springer-Verlag.

Checkoway, B., Pothukuchi, K. & Finn, J. (1995). Youth par-
ticipation in community planning: What are the ben-
efits? Journal of Planning Education & Research. 14,
134-139.

Chinyenze-Daniel, M., Mclvor, C. & Honeyman, A. (1999).
“Do Not Look Down on Us™ Childrens Voices from Infor-
mal Settlements in Zimbabwe. Harare: Save the Chil-
dren Fund (UK).

Clacherty, G. & Kistner, J. (2001). Evaluating the Zimisele-
ni Researchers project. PLA Notes, No. 42. London:
International Institute for Environment & Develop-
ment, pp. 29-33.

Cole, M. (1996). Cultural Psychology: A Once and Future
Discipline. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of the
Harvard University Press.

Cosco, N. & Moore, R. (2001). Our neighborhood is like
that! In L. Chawla (Ed.), Growing Up in an Urbanizing
World. Paris/London: UNESCO/Earthscan Publica-
tions.

Daiute, C., Hart, R., Iltus, S., Kritt, D., Rome, M. & Sabo,
K. (1995). Child and Youth Development through Com-
munity Participation. New York: Children’s Environ-
ments Research Group.

Driskell, D. (2002). Creating Better Cities with Children and
Youth. Paris/London: UNESCO/Earthscan Publica-
tions.

Driskell, D., Bannerjee, K. & Chawla, L. (2001). Rhetoric,
reality and resilience: Overcoming obstacles to young
peoples participation in development. Environment
and Urbanization, 13, 77-89.

Flekkoy, M. G. & Kaufman, N. H. (1997). The Participation
Rights of the Child. London: Jessica Kingsley Publish-
ers.

Fogel, A. (1993). Developing through Relationships: Origins
of Communication, Self and Culture. Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press.

Fuglesang, A. & Chandler, D. (1997). Children’s Participa-
tion—A Case for a Strategy of Empowerment in Early
Childhood. Oslo: Save the Children Norway.

Gibson, E. & Pick (2000). An Ecological Approach to Per-
ceptual Learning and Development. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Gibson, dJ. J. (1966). The Senses Considered as Perceptual
Systems, Boston: Houghton-Mifflin.

215

Gibson, dJ. J. (1979). The Ecological Approach to Visual Per-
ception. Boston: Houghton-Mifflin.

Giddens, A. (1984). The Constitution of Society: Outline of
the Theory of Structuration. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Giertsen, A. (2001). How organizations facilitate children’s
participation. PLA Notes, No. 42. London: Interna-
tional Institute for Environmental & Development.

Goldfield, E. C., Kay, B. C. & Warren, W. H. (1993). Infant
bouncing: The assembly and tuning of action systems.
Child Development, 64, 1128-1142.

Griesel, R., Swart-Kruger, J. & Chawla, L. (forthcoming).
“Children in South Africa can make a difference”
Childhood, 9.

Hart, R. (1992). Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to
Citizenship. Florence: UNICEF.

Hart, R. (1997). Childrens Participation. New York/London:
UNICEF/Earthscan Publications.

Heft, H. (1988). Affordances of childrens environments: A
functional approach to environmental description.
Children’s Environments Quarterly, 5, 29-37. Reprinted
in J. L. Nasar & W. F. E. Preiser (Eds) (1999). Direc-
tions in Person—Environment Research and Practice. Al-
dershot, U.K.: Ashgate, pp. 43-70.

Heft, H. (1989). Affordances and the body: An intentional
analysis of Gibson’s ecological approach to visual per-
ception. Journal for the Theory of Social Behavior, 19,
1-30.

Heft, H. (1997). The relevance of Gibsons ecological ap-
proach to perception for environment-behavior stu-
dies. In G. T. Moore & R. W. Marans (Eds), Advances
in Environment, Behavior, and Design Vol. 4, New York:
Plenum Press, pp. 71-108.

Heft, H. (1998). Essay review: The elusive environment in
environmental psychology, British Journal of Psychol-
ogy, 89, 519-523.

Heft, H. (2001). Ecological Psychology in Context: James
Gibson, Roger Barker, and the Legacy of William Jamess
Radical Empiricism. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Holden, C. & Clough, N. (Eds) (1998). Children as Citizens.
London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Tacofano, D. (1990). Public Involvement as an Organizational
Development Process. New York: Garland Publishing.

ICLEI (International Council for Local Environments) &
IDRC (International Development Research Centre),
(1996). The Local Agenda 21 Planning Guide. Toronto/
Ottawa/Nairobi: ICLEI/IDRC/UNEP.

James, A. & Prout, A. (Eds) (1990). Constructing and
Reconstructing Childhood. Basingstoke, Hampshire:
Falmer Press.

Johnson, V., Hill, J. & Ivan-Smith, E. (1996). Listening to
Smaller Voices. Chard, Somerset: Actionaid.

Johnson, V., Ivan-Smith, E., Gordon, G., Pridmore, P. &
Scott, P. (Eds.) (1998). Stepping Forward: Children and
Young People’s Participation in the Development Pro-
cess. London: Intermediate Technology Publications.

Lewin, K. (1943). Defining the ‘field at a given time. Rep-
rinted in K. Lewin (1951) Field Theory in Social
Science: Selected Theoretical Papers (edited by D. Cart-
wright). New York: Harper Torchbooks, pp. 43-59.

Lynch, K. (Ed) (1977). Growing Up in Cities. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.



216

Malone, K. (2000). Dangerous youth: Youth geographies in
a climate of fear. In J. McLeod & K. Malone (Eds),
Researching Youth. Hobart, Tasmania: Australian
Clearinghouse for Youth Studies, pp. 135-148.

Malone, K. & Hasluck, L. (2001). Australian youth: Aliens
in a suburban environment. In L. Chawla (Ed). Grow-
ing Up in an Urbanizing World. Paris/London: UNES-
CO/Earthscan Publications.

Mclvor, C. (2001). ‘Do not look down on us Child research-
ers investigate informal settlements in Zimbabwe.
PLA Notes, No. 42. London: International Institute
for Environment & Development.

Mclvor, C. (1999). Children and tree planting in rural Hai-
ti. In C. Mclvor (Ed.). The Earth in Our Hands. Lon-
don: Save the Children Fund, pp. 77-107.

Nussbaum, M. (1993). Non-relative virtues. In M. Nuss-
baum & A. Sen (Eds). The Quality of Life. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, pp. 242-269.

Nussbaum, M. (2000). Women’s capabilities and social jus-
tice. Journal of Human Development, 1, 219-247.

Orr, D W. (1992). Ecological Literacy. Albany: State Univer-
sity of New York Press.

Pearse, A. & Stiefel, M. (Eds) (1979). Enquiry into Partici-
pation— A Research Approach. Geneva: UNRISD.
Rajbhandary, J., Hart, R. & Khatiwada, C. (2001). An eva-
luation of the childrens clubs of Nepal. PLA Notes,
No. 42. London: International Institute for Environ-

ment & Development, pp. 23-28.

Reed, E. S. (1988). James J. Gibson and the Psychology of
Perception. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Reed, E. S. (1996). Encountering the World: Toward an Eco-
logical Psychology. New York: Oxford University Press.

Rogoff, B. (1990). Apprenticeship in Thinking: Cognitive De-
velopment in Sociocultural Activity, New York: Oxford
University Press.

Rovee-Collier, C. K. (1986). The rise and fall of infant clas-
sical conditioning research: Its promise for the study
of infant development. In L. P. Lipsett & C. K. Rovee-
Collier (Eds), Advances in Infancy Research. Vol. 4. Nor-
wood, NdJ: Ablex, pp. 139-159.

Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (2001). On happiness and human
potentials: A review of research on hedonic and eu-
daimonic well-being. In S. T. Fiske, D. L. Schachter,
& C. Zahn-Waxler (Eds), Annual Review of Psychology.
52, Palo Alto, CA: Annual Reviews, pp. 141-166.

Sabo, K. (2001). The benefits of participatory evaluation
for children and youth, PLA Notes, No. 42. London:
International Institute for Environment & Develop-
ment, pp. 48-51..

L. Chawla and H. Heft

Seligman, M. & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psy-
chology: An introduction. American Psychologist, 55,
5-14.

Schoggen, P. (1989). Behavior Settings: A Revision and Ex-
tension of Roger G. Barkers Ecological Psychology.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Spencer, C., Woolley, H. & Dunn, J. (2000) Participating in
their towns: Children feel ignored. Streetwise. 10,
16-18.

Stapp, W. B., Wals, A. & Stankorb, S. L. (1996). Environmen-
tal Education for Empowerment, Dubuque, TA: Ken-
dall/Hunt Publishing.

Stephens, S. (1995). Children and the politics of culture in
‘late capitalism’ In S. Stephens (Ed.), Children and the
Politics of Culture. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, pp. 3-48.

Sternberg, R. & Kolligan, J. (Eds) (1990). Competence Con-
sidered. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Sutton, S. E. (1985). Learning through the Built Environ-
ment. New York: Irvington Publishers.

Swart-Kruger, J. (2001). Children in a South African
squatter camp gain and lose a voice. In L. Chawla
(Ed), Growing Up in an Urbanizing World. Paris/Lon-
don: UNESCO/Earthscan Publications.

Thelen, E. & Smith, L. B. (1994). A Dynamic Systems Ap-
proach to the Development of Cognition and Action.
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

United Nations. (1948). Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. New York: United Nations.

United Nations. (1989). Convention on the Rights of the
Child. New York: United Nations.

United Nations. (1992). Agenda 21, Rio Declaration, Forest
Principles. New York: United Nations.

UNCHS (United Nations Centre for Human Settlements).
(1997). The Istanbul Declaration and the Habitat Agen-
da. Nairobi: United Nations.

Van der Meer, A. L. H., van der Weel, F. R. & Lee, D. N.
(1996). Lifting weights in neonates: Developing visual
control of reaching. Scandinavian Journal of Psychol-
ogy. 37, 424-436.

Watson, P. (1997). Community youth development. In J.
Burbridge (Ed.), Beyond Prince and Merchant: Citizen
Participation and the Rise of Civil Society. New York:
Pact Publications, pp. 197-206.

Wicker, A. W. (1987). Behavior settings reconsidered. In D.
Stokols & I. Altman (Eds.), Handbook of Environmental
Psychology, Vol. 1. New York: John Wiley & Sons, pp.
613-653.

de Winter, M. (1997). Children as Fellow Citizens. Oxford:
Radcliffe Medical Press.



	Children as citizens in a contested domain
	Attempting to define participation at its best
	The centrality of competence
	TABLE 1

	Activities and competence
	Competence and development
	Affordances and behaviour settings
	Ecological resourcesand competence
	TABLE 2

	Conclusion: therorizing a shared world
	Acknowledgments
	Notes
	References

